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SCB CONFERENCE SPEAKER SAYS INCREASING ROLE 
OF CONSERVATION BIOLOGISTS NOT FOR THE SQUEAMISH
MISSOULA -
Renowned conservation biologist Jack Ward Thomas has been attacked in newspaper 
articles and chewed out by U.S. senators. And with the increasingly important role played by 
conservation biologists in land management decisions, Thomas said such professionals are now 
taken seriously and must learn to endure harsh criticism from those affected by their research 
and resulting decisions.
Thomas was chief of the U.S. Forest Service during 1993-96 and is now Boone and 
Crockett professor of wildlife conservation at The University of Montana. He made his 
comments Saturday, June 10, during a keynote address of the 14th annual Society for 
Conservation Biology meeting at UM. More than 1,300 scientists and students are attending 
the national event.
“Being taken seriously entails eventual assumption of awesome responsibility,” Thomas 
told the assembled conservation biologists. “It is one thing to theorize at a meeting and to 
publish peer-reviewed articles in one journal or another and debate in scholarly discourse. It is 
quite another to produce management plans that involve the survival of species, imposition of 
huge economic and social impacts, and endurance of the ‘slings and arrows’ from those fellow
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human beings -  and their elected representatives -  who are seriously hurt in the process.”
Thomas was involved with the first broad-scale applications of insights and principles 
from the young field of conservation biology -  the study of rare plants and animals and their 
surroundings -  when he helped formulate a plan to assure the survival of the northern spotted 
owl in the early ’90s. The work of Thomas and his team eventually resulted in a controversial 
timber-cut reduction of about 92 percent on federal lands in the Pacific Northwest.
“A senator once looked at me in disdain and sarcastically asked, ‘Did you scientists 
ever think about the consequences to the people whose lives you so damaged?”’ Thomas said. 
“My reply was something like this: ‘Senator, how dare you insinuate that we do not care about 
the people involved. I often wake in the night in a sweat and sit bolt upright. In my nightmare, 
I realized we made a mistake, and we caused pain and suffering for no reason. When that is 
shaken off and I return to sleep, another dream comes to me in the darkness. That dream is 
that we have not done enough for the owl and that all the disruption has been for nothing. Yet 
in the end, Senator, I think we did a good job of complying with the law and our instructions. 
And you, Senator, make and unmake the laws.’”
On another topic, Thomas said that the development of appropriate land management 
strategies would be more effective if practitioners were either better acquainted with social 
science and economics or trained to include such specialists on their work teams. He said that 
ecologists, wildlife biologists and conservation biologists have fallen woefully short in the 
arena of human dimensions of land management.
“Teamwork across disciplinary boundaries is becoming ever more essential,” he said. 
“Encouraging teamwork while maintaining individuality in both contributions and rewards will 
be both difficult and essential.”
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Thomas also said a move toward entire ecosystem management, or something like it, 
would be a necessary step forward in dealing with the retention of biodiversity and sustainable 
resource extraction schemes. He said ecosystem management approaches would involve 
assessment and management planning at larger scales and over longer time periods. It would 
consider more variables, integrate information from a variety of disciplines and fully consider 
human needs and desires.
Thomas said turf wars and bickering about the differences among wildlife biologists, 
ecologists and conservation biologists are pointless and unproductive. He said these groups 
must “strive for unity of purpose and for coherently expressing means of achieving ever- 
evolving conservation goals.”
The relatively new field of conservation biology has matured as a science that finds 
ways to protect endangered species, he said.
“As biologists, we said we had something to offer -  both in terms of a new vision of 
dealing with natural resources and how to achieve that vision,” he said. “We have been taken 
at our word. Now is the time to put up or shut up .”
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